There are concerns that therapeutic doses of paracetamol may be hepatotoxic in patients who regularly drink moderate to large amounts of alcohol. Critical examination of case histories reveals that overdoses of paracetamol were responsible for the hepatotoxicity in many cases. Experimental studies in which paracetamol was taken for short periods also show no interaction. Paracetamol is therefore a suitable analgesic for patients who regularly drink moderate to large amounts of alcohol but, as with all patients, care should be taken to minimise the chances of overdose.
Introduction
It is well known that overdoses of paracetamol are hepatotoxic.
There have been claims that alcohol potentiates this hepatotoxicity to such an extent that therapeutic doses of paracetamol become hepatotoxic in some patients. The so-called 'alcohol-paracetamol syndrome' describes the hepatotoxicity which is said to occur from the ingestion of therapeutic doses of paracetamol in moderate to heavy drinkers of alcohol. 1 The belief about the hepatotoxicity of paracetamol in people who drink alcohol regularly is shared by the USA Food and Drug Administration (FDA) which now requires that paracetamol sold in the USA be labelled with the warning stating that, 'If you consume 3 or more alcoholic drinks every day, you should ask your doctor whether you should take acetaminophen 
Case reports
There are many case reports which claim that therapeutic doses of paracetamol have been associated with hepatotoxicity in alcoholics. However, recent critical examination shows that many of these cases of hepatotoxicity were caused by overdoses of paracetamol, not therapeutic doses. After a recent review, the Therapeutic Goods Administration's decision that no warning regarding alcohol should be added to labels on paracetamol products seems reasonable. 8 E-mail: ggraham@stvincents.com.au
